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Transforming Agri-food Systems  
Although 2015, sadly, may be remembered for acts of terrorism and the refugee crisis in 
Europe, it was also the year that a breakthrough agreement was reached during the Paris 
climate talks. Too often it was the crises rather than their root causes that dominated the 
political agenda. Increased investment in the new Sustainable Development Agenda 2030, 
adopted at the UN General Assembly in September, is urgently needed to address the root 
causes of these crises, as well as other significant challenges. This investment, for example, 
could help prevent future mass migration. Sustainable food systems are crucial in providing a 
healthy and productive future for young people around the world, particularly in Africa. For 
some 60% of young Africans to invest in a positive future, meaningful employment in agri-
food system value chains is one of the only realistic options.  
 
But Agri-food systems today are not sustainable, nor are they providing healthy food for all. 
Analysis of food system challenges shows that radical transformation is urgently needed. 
Such transformation requires accelerated innovation and that, in turn, requires increased 
investment in agri-food research to power the engine that drives innovation. Providing 
healthy food and decent employment for all people will also require closing the gender gap, 
ensuring equal pay for both genders, and progressing on the path towards women’s rights. 
CGIAR’s Gender and Agriculture Research Network made significant progress in 2015 by 
shaping the future landscape for gender in the system, and ensuring there is a space to 
communicate concerns, perceptions, and commitment to gender research.  
The breakthrough agreement 
reached at the Paris climate talks is 
historic. The large share of 
countries that included agriculture 
in their climate commitments is an 
indicator that agriculture has now 
become central to the climate 
debate. Healthy diets from 
sustainable agri-food systems for all 
are also central to the new 
Sustainable Development Agenda 
2030. The new CGIAR Strategy and 
Results Framework 2016-2030 that 
was adopted in 2015 is well aligned with this agenda through its ten concrete, quantitative 
targets and its qualitative results framework. 
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Challenges and Opportunities 
The agri-food system related challenges are truly daunting 
 Poor diets are now the #1 cause of ill health globally, overtaking smoking, with 800 
million hungry people, 2 billion malnourished people, 159 million stunted children and 2 
billion people overweight or obese, causing rapid increases in diabetes in India and heart 
disease in China. Three quarters of all overweight children live in Africa and Asia. The 
global food system is doing a poor job providing healthy food for all. Too much food is 
lost or wasted, or used for non-food purposes such as biofuels. Increasing productivity of 
staple cereals is not going to be enough to tackle this problem.  
 
 The food system is also the primary driver of planetary ill health. Soil degradation on 
25% of cropped land, deforestation and loss of biodiversity, water scarcity, pollution of 
lakes and seas, and a contribution to climate change of about 25% of emissions, jointly 
make agriculture the key risk to manage to keep humanity within a safe planetary 
operating space.  
 
 Employment in the agri-food system, on farms or in the food value chain, is still the only 
realistic option for the 60% of African of the next generation of youth that will not 
migrate to the cities. Creating new job opportunities for hundreds of millions of young 
people is a daunting challenge indeed.  
 
These challenges are complex and substantial, and cannot be solved through single 
technology solutions. Addressing them will require a systems approach and contributions 
from traditional agriculture sectors as well as from health and environmental sciences, to 
name just three key silos that have to be overcome. 
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Fortunately, while the challenges are daunting, the opportunities to address them are equally 
impressive. To single out a few key opportunities: 
 
 The life science revolution that is changing our understanding of the fundamental 
biology of plants, animals and people has already transformed medicine but is just now 
reaching agriculture. Private sector agri-food companies have taken advantage of this and 
transformed their breeding programs using high throughput molecular breeding 
pipelines. Accelerating the use of the genetic diversity contained in CGIAR genebanks into 
CGIAR breeding programs is a critical opportunity. 
 
 Big data approaches are transforming the retail end of food value chains. For example, 
Monsanto paid a billion US$ for a big-data start-up, the Climate Corporation, to provide 
farmers with field level weather information based on big data science. Many smallholder 
farmers now have access to smart phones and thereby also sensors and a limitless 
reservoir of knowledge and expertise. Drones and automated mechanization can 
transform CGIAR research farms. One major opportunity for CGIAR is creation of a world-
class global phenotyping network spanning most agro-ecologies based on the existing 
field sites of the centers, with investments to upgrade equipment and bio-informatics. 
 
 Open access to agriculture and nutrition related publications and data is another 
opportunity with the potential to transform the way knowledge and information are 
managed and shared, increasing access and accelerating agri-food system innovation and 
  4 
potential for impact. CGIAR is active as a 1GODAN partner and driving an initiative to 
standardize metadata and data management approaches, open up and foster 
interoperability in its repositories. 
 
Are governments prioritizing investment in agri-food research?  
There are positive developments. African Heads of State signed up to the Malabo Declaration 
on Agriculture last year that makes a wide range of commitments to increase the priority of, 
and investment in, agriculture. The UK government published a new Agri-Tech strategy in 
2013 and is making increased investments ranging from genetics, to precision agriculture. 
The European Commission and a number of European countries are prioritizing the bio-
economy. Norway, for example, has brought together in a single research institute focused 
on the bio-economy all its agriculture, forestry and other bio-based research. The French 
government championed a major soils and agriculture initiative, 4p1000, at the Paris climate 
talks. And all governments jointly agreed to a Climate Agreement in Paris that lays the 
foundation for a major program of work to adapt developing country food systems to 
become climate compatible or climate smart, and low carbon – or carbon neutral. The broad 
support for the UN’s Agenda 2030 should also help mobilize support for agri-food research 
over time, given the centrality of agri-food related challenges in the Sustainable Development 
Goals and Targets. 
 
SriLanka © IWMI/Neil Palmer 
                                                     
1 Global Open Data for Agriculture and Nutrition initiative, www.godan.info 
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Is CGIAR prepared to take up the challenge? 
The new CGIAR strategy adopted in May 2015 positions the system well to tackle these 
challenges. It sets out the overall strategic direction and defines a results framework and 
quantitative targets aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals. Its implementation will 
require a major and concerted effort from all CGIAR stakeholders, including its research and 
development partners if it is to result in agri-food systems transformation. Of course there 
are areas of more and less progress – of advances made that are impressive, and areas where 
additional action is required.  
 
 Boom and bust cycle. From 2010 to 2014 almost all CGIAR Centers grew at breakneck 
speed with some centers realizing 30-50% year-on-year for several years in a row. This 
was a very welcome and long-overdue process of rapid renewal, enabling centers to hire 
young scientists, build or rebuild laboratories, and expand into new areas of research. 
The peak was in late 2013 when total CGIAR turnover reached a billion US$ with core 
Window 1 and 2 resources (W1-2) at a high of some $360 million, about 37% of the total 
CGIAR budget. Unfortunately, growth flattened in 2014, followed by decline in 2015, with 
core W1-2 resources falling to a forecast $180 million in 2016, or 20% at best, and total 
projected turnover constant at about a billion US$. While combined center reserves are 
certainly adequate to weather a downturn – and the overall budget is respectable, 
several centers are more affected than others and many have been forced to lose staff, 
which is very painful for all involved. 
 
 What causes the reduction in core resources? There are strong downward pressures on 
the development aid budgets of key CGIAR investors – as well as competing priorities, not 
least the refugee crisis in Europe. On the other hand, CGIAR needs to present a strong 
investment portfolio – the 2nd generation of CRP proposals currently under development 
– with clear, budgeted development outcomes to motivate new multi-year commitments. 
Developing a strong portfolio of research programs for the period 2017-2022 – on which 
a successful system wide funding drive can be based - is the CGIAR’s key challenge for 
2016. 
 
 The target level of core resources required to run a coherent research portfolio  - even 
at Center level but certainly at CGIAR system level - should be 40-50%, significantly 
above the expected level in 2016 of around 20%. It is not possible to run coherent 
research programs with a sufficient investment in high risk, upstream discovery research, 
and a balanced pipeline of projects, with core resources much below this level. While low 
levels of core resources do not necessarily cause an immediate crisis, they erode the 
system’s core research capabilities – both in terms of knowledge and infrastructure – 
over time. CGIAR experienced this in the decades prior to the 2007-8 food price crises. 
While the ability of donors to provide core resources is under pressure, the CGIAR 
system’s responsibility is to propose a first-rate portfolio of high-quality research that 
demonstrably delivers development outcomes and great value for money, to maximize 
the availability of core resources. 
 
 There has been good progress in the ability of CGIAR programs to define theories of 
change, impact pathways, and the associated development outcomes. While there is 
not yet full agreement on the definition of all indicators, and how these can be measured 
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and monitored, the situation now is a sea change from five years ago when the first 
generation of program was developed. Not only have most programs become stronger 
internally, the portfolio of programs is also much more coherent, better aligned and more 
strategic.  
 
 Results based management has to be based on clear, costed (or budgeted) outcomes 
that will have to be defined through the Full Proposals for the next round of programs. 
That will enable assessment of progress towards the CGIAR targets and outcomes in the 
results framework, and be the basis of performance based funding.  
 
 There is no international, global equivalent for CGIAR’s capability to not only do research, 
but also develop products and – with public and private partners – roll out these 
products in specific markets to millions of clients, primarily smallholder farmers, through 
its boots on the ground. 
 
 There has also been some progress on “site-integration” or “country-coordination” – in 
essence an effort to have CGIAR work as one organization in the key countries we work 
in. The CGIAR centers have prioritized the top twenty countries, identified a lead center in 
each, and initiated a national consultation process. This includes aligning the programs in 
these countries, speaking with one voice to the government and other partners in each 
country, and aligning center and CRP operations in each country. Having a single CGIAR 
office in each country, led and managed by a lead center, is a clear step towards a more 
efficient and effective CGIAR. Consultation with partners in each country, through the 
GCARD3 consultation process, will be greatly facilitated by this process of site integration 
and country coordination. 
 
 CGIAR needs strong CGIAR centers, because without them there is no research done. The 
current structure of the CGIAR centers, however, was established by and large 40-50 
years ago. If one were to establish 10-15 agri-food research centers today to cover the 
CRP portfolio it may be done differently – for example it is unlikely that crop-mandates 
would be the primary organizing structure. Every other major agricultural research 
organization in the world has moved to a more thematic structure – and many countries 
have gone through a process of merging smaller research centers into a single larger 
organization.  
 
 The dual board system of governance of the last five years did not demonstrate an ability 
to make the difficult decisions that are necessary for the future of CGIAR. It led to much 
ambiguity, and lack of trust among all stakeholders.  The ongoing transition to a single 
governance body in which a new System Council takes over a unified leadership of a 
strong coordinated organization will be a significant step towards a more effective CGIAR 
system.  
 
 With the primary focus in the CGIAR in 2015 and 2016 on the new strategy and 
programming, and on the governance transition, there has been less focus on increasing 
efficiency and addressing risks. The proposals developed by the Consortium in 2014 – 
Thinking Like a Billion Dollar Organization – showed the potential for large efficiency gains 
and opportunities to mitigate organizational risks and will need to be picked up again in 
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the near future. Single CGIAR offices in each country; system wide back-office systems for 
project management, finance and HR; and shared services for purchasing, IT and other 
back office functions are still priorities if we want to continue making a compelling CGIAR 
research an even more attractive investment. 
 
 Moving from “agriculture” to “agri-food systems” was a conscious choice in the new 
CGIAR Strategy, to focus on the complete food value chains, and to reflect an increasing 
focus on health and nutrition. A focus on “food” also helps communicate the contribution 
of CGIAR’s work in terms of that affect all consumers and that people deeply care about. 
While it has not been formally adopted as a new tagline for the system, “healthy diets 
from sustainable agri-food systems for all” is a very effective short message of what 
CGIAR is all about. 
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The way forward for CGIAR in 2016 
Developing a world-class CGIAR portfolio of second-generation research programs for the 
period 2017-2022 is absolutely critical. That portfolio should explicitly and transparently 
demonstrate the outcomes each CGIAR program aims to contribute to achieve these CGIAR 
targets, and in turn the Sustainable Development Goals. It should also spell out the critical 
partnerships required to achieve the outcomes. CGIAR should be able to clearly articulate 
what it and its partners are contributing to the global effort. This extends to objectively 
determining the costs associated with each outcome. This helps understand the value for 
money of the efforts embarked on, helps determine priorities and can act as a clearer signal 
for the collaborative support and funding required to achieve development impacts. 
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The pre-proposals developed in 2015, with the feedback, commentary and guidance the 
centers and CRPs have received in response to these from ISPC, the Fund Council and the 
Consortium form an excellent basis for the Centers to deliver an ambitious, coherent 
portfolio of proposals in 2016. It was a solid achievement that in December both the Fund 
Council and Consortium gave a green light to the Centers and their partners to move to the 
Full Proposal stage for the CRP2 proposals, with the Guidance for Full proposals issued by the 
Consortium. 
 
The Sustainable Development Goals and Paris Climate Agreement provide strong direction 
and renewed mandate for the work of CGIAR. The opening created at the Paris climate 
conference for agriculture and food security to play a more central role in the climate 
agenda, particularly through the national commitments, deserves vigorous follow-up. The 
challenges have made it clear that what is required is nothing less than radical 
transformation of agri-food systems. With increased investment, very rapid advances in agri-
food science and technology will provide tremendous opportunities to accelerate innovation.  
 
Thanks to dedicated teams system-wide and robust support from our valued partners,CGIAR 
has made some big steps forward to take advantage of these opportunities. At the same 
time, for CGIAR to live up to its expectations will require a willingness to embrace change, 
and reposition itself to be the provider of choice for publicly funded international agri-food 
science and technology – providing products, technologies and policies to achieve healthy 
diets from sustainable food systems for all. 
 
 
